Pathways to gender equitable men: Reflections on findings from the International Men and Gender Equality survey in the light of twenty years of gender change in South Africa by Shefer, Tamara
Shefer, T. (2014). Pathways to gender equitable men: Reflections on findings from the 
International Men and Gender Equality Survey in the light of twenty years of gender change in 
South Africa. Men and Masculinities, 17(5): 502-509 
http://dx.doi/org/10.1177/1097184X14558235  
 
 
University of the Western Cape Research Repository                                                                    tshefer@uwc.ac.za                
 
Pathways to gender equitable men: Reflections on findings from the 
International Men and Gender Equality Survey in the light of twenty years of 
gender change in South Africa 
 
Tamara Shefer 
 
Abstract 
This article reflects on the findings of the International Men and Gender Equality survey 
through the lens of contemporary South African contexts of change. While huge strides have 
been made toward gender justice in South Africa since 1994, there are many indications, including 
high rates of gender-based violence, that inequalities on the basis of gender intersected with other 
forms of inequality persist. Further, some research illustrates a growing resistance among men 
and women to gender justice policies and measures. The article argues that far more work is 
required in South Africa to shift both men and women’s perceptions of the value of gender justice 
for boys and men, and in facilitating a more authentic investment for boys and men in their own 
and social change. It also points to how much of the current scholarship on men and boys focuses 
on ‘‘problems’’ that reproduces a negative construction of certain groups of boys and men that 
is also raced and classed. In taking stock of a lack of progress in twenty years of democracy and 
gender equality goals in South Africa, the article argues the importance of shifting emphasis to what 
may be seen as the ‘‘positive’’ moments of men’s relationship to gender equality and justice. It argues 
that the findings of the survey point to the value of strategic engagement with and acknowledgment 
of existing participation of boys and men in alternative, equitable, and constructive practices, such 
as more active participation in caring practices. 
 
It is indeed an imperative to understand and document how men and boys are 
responding to the global gender equality agenda as well as in their particular national 
contexts. This is especially so, given the argument made in the International Men and 
Gender Equality survey (IMAGES) report in this edition and elsewhere that ‘‘progress 
towards gender equality is rooted in men recognizing the benefits of equality for 
themselves’’ (p. 16). Moreover, as has been long argued by gender scholars working on men 
(e.g., Hearn 2007), it is important to not only acknowledge the negative impact that 
dominant forms of masculinity and male practice have on women but also how they 
undermine boys’ and men’s health and well-being. In the South African context, Ratele 
and colleagues have similarly alerted us to the risks boys and men face in this context, 
such as the high rate of mortality among young, poor men, especially by violence and 
other risk-related factors (see, e.g., Ratele 2008; Ratele, Smith, Van Niekerk, and Seedat 
2011; Ratele, Suffla, et al. 2010). 
 
In the light of the strides made toward gender justice in South Africa and clear intention 
to challenge gender inequalities as a key component of democracy since 1994, the 
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twentieth year anniversary of a democratic South Africa is an opportune moment for 
taking stock in this respect. While there have not been many large scale studies 
investigating the extent of continued sexist attitudes and practices, nor empirically 
measuring the impact of gender equality policy, a somewhat outdated study in 2000 did 
suggest high levels of patriarchal and sexist investment among South African men 
relative to men in other countries. In a study across eighteen countires, Glick et al 
(2000) found that South African men had the second highest mean scores on the Hostile 
Sexism scale, while on the benevolent sexism measure, South African men had the third 
highest mean score. However, speaking louder than empirical studies on sexism or 
attitudinal change in South Africa is the overriding picture of the country as a society still 
fraught with manifestations of gender inequality, including high rates of gender-based 
violence and HIV/AIDS, both widely understood as strongly determined by inequalities 
in gender and normative gender roles and practices. Ratele (2014, 30) in a recent 
reflective piece similarly notes that ‘‘ . . . in spite of the impressive growth in academic 
literature, as far as contributing to changing gender relations and masculinities our work 
does not seem to be having much discernible influence.’’ 
 
As noted by the IMAGES research report, there has been little large-scale research in the 
Global South to understand how men are responding to the global gender equality agenda 
and the same is true for South Africa with respect to the national agenda on gender equality. 
On the other hand, embedded in some local research and arguably evident at a popular 
level is an increasing ambivalence and possible ‘‘backlash’’ to gains made in challenging 
gender inequalities and gender-based violence (Sideris 2004; Dworkin et al. 2012). To cite 
one qualitative research project in which resistance to existing measures are articulated 
(Shefer et al. 2008; Strebel et al. 2006), there appears to be a popular belief that 
employment equity in which women are a designated group for affirmative action has 
impacted negatively on men and is viewed as a loss for men. Participants in this study 
reported that women now had more power in the household since men had lost their 
status as breadwinners due to increased unemployment among men, the latter 
understood as associated with employment equity for women. As both a woman and a 
man respondent, located in a working class, historically designated Black community in 
South Africa comment (cited in Shefer et al. 2008, 168): 
 
The man is sitting at home, maybe they’re not working, the woman’s working, the 
woman says what she wants to say to the man, coz she’s got everything, money. 
(individual interview with a female social services volunteer) 
 
Sometimes in some households a woman is a breadwinner and she does everything for the 
family, so you find out that she is in control, she will dictate things because she is working, 
you find out now that she has taken over the role of the husband, so she has got more 
rights than the husband, so she sees herself having more power than this man. (Focus 
group with men over 25 year olds) 
 
That men articulate feeling not only undermined by women’s power but also a resistance to 
the shifting relations of power between men and women was also evident in this study, as 
reflected in narratives from male participants (Shefer et al. 2008, 170–71): 
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It’s supposed to be men that are in leadership positions in committees, now it looks as if 
men are undermined and women are placed in high positions, while men on the other 
hand decide to withdraw from community activities. (Focus group with men eighteen to 
twenty-four years old) 
 
These are the problems created by this new dispensation . . . they give rise to many 
problems at the end of the day, the women are the key figure at home instead of being a 
man, and a man at the end of the day finds himself alienated in much decision making. 
(Individual interview with male church leader) 
 
Also emerging in this local South African study, and certainly present in popular discourse 
on gender equality, is the notion that gender transformation efforts may be increasing 
rates of gender-based violence given men’s experiences of disempowerment due to the 
promotion of women. Thus, in some South African communities, the argument that 
women’s economic and social empowerment contributes to male unemployment and 
the social marginalization and disempowerment of men may be serving to rationalize 
male violence against women as in the citations subsequently (Shefer et al. 2008, 171): 
 
It’s [domestic violence] because if a woman is working and brings money home the man 
feels threatened, as if the woman controls him. Then the man starts to show his powers, 
either by using verbal or physical abuse and that causes rifts in the home. (Focus group 
with women over twenty-five years) 
 
For me it’s [the causes of gender-based violence] the power problem you know, men want 
to be seen as ‘I am the man in charge’, and secondly for me it’s the problem of 
unemployment that results in men abusing women. So sometimes what would happen is 
that I am not working and the wife is working, so the wife is bringing the salary into the 
home . . . the clash comes out and they start fighting. (Female social worker in 
community) 
 
It’s because men lack self-esteem or confidence, so they have to, it’s like they are nothing, 
they come and use their power in the household, to their wife, to their children. (Female 
nongovernmental organization counselor) 
 
Whether or not this negative construction of the impact of gender equality is borne out by 
any real changes in women’s economic or social status and the rates of gender-based 
violence more generally, it is nonetheless of concern that some men and women in local 
communities engage in narratives that subscribe negative impacts to contemporary policies 
and practices of gender equality in South Africa. Moreover, it is likely that such blaming 
discourses, and a more general opposition to gender justice imperatives, is evident in 
South Africa, in spite of twenty years of challenge to gender inequalities and violence 
against women. And of greater concern, given the arguments made in this report, is that 
such popular views undermine any possibilities of men considering the value of the gender 
equality agenda for themselves as men. 
 
In thinking about the last twenty years of democratic and gender equality intentions in 
South Africa, it is notable that while earlier efforts may have been centered on girls and 
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women, there has been a growing move, both in scholarship and practice, to include boys 
and men in gender equality processes (Morrell, Jewkes, and Lindegger 2012). However, 
as pointed out in the above-mentioned article by Ratele (2014), our successes in 
adequately engaging men and boys in gender equality efforts are questionable. In 
addition, there are growing concerns that the focus on boys and men, particularly young 
poor, Black boys and men, may have reproduced a blaming and othering discourse, in 
which such boys and men are set up as ‘‘the problem’’ and associated with ‘‘danger’’ 
(Ratele 2014 outlines the terms of this debate; see also Ratele, Shefer, and Botha 
2011; Shefer, Stevens, and Clowes 2010; Bhana and Pattman 2009; Pattman 2007; 
Pattman and Bhana 2006). 
 
Perhaps ‘‘the problem’’ in South Africa is that we have focused on the negative 
components of hegemonic masculinity, such as male violence and normative male 
sexuality, constructed within the terms of the male sexual drive discourse (Hollway 1989). 
Importantly, there has been some work at an organizational and policy work to 
foreground positive role models of men who practice nonnormative gender and 
sexualities, such as the fatherhood project in South Africa and work of Sonke Gender 
Justice in investigating men and boys engaged in care. On the other hand, there has been 
arguably far less focus on the areas where men are ‘‘lacking,’’ such as their lack of 
engagement in feminized labor, outside and inside homes, with far more emphasis placed 
on the areas where men are viewed as a ‘‘problem’’ or ‘‘damaging.’’ 
 
Hearn (2014, 4) talks about ‘‘a materialist analysis of men’’ that characterizes his larger 
scholarship. Such an analysis acknowledges ‘‘bodily materialism’’ that includes the wide 
range of material activities in which men and women articulate their gender and in 
which unequal power relations are played out. One of the key domains of such bodily 
materialism is that of domestic care, which notably is also considered a key indicator in 
the IMAGES report of men’s buy-in to the gender equality agenda. The continued gendering 
of care mitigates not only against the democratization of care (Tronto 2013) but also 
undermines the project of gender equality. 
 
The report shows a significantly positive association between men’s reports of their 
fathers’ participation in domestic duties (p. 18). Further, men’s own participation in the 
daily care of children and in domestic tasks was also in all countries, but one, associated 
with more gender equitable attitudes (p. 19). While it cannot be claimed with certainty 
that boys’ and men’s active engagement in caring/domestic practices is solely 
determinant of a more gender-equitable attitude, since it may be an existing gender-
equitable position that shapes such engagements, the association nonetheless flags the 
importance of engagement in domestic and childcare practices for boys and men within 
gender justice projects. On the basis of this positive association between both early 
childhood experience of male care and own participation in care with more gender-
equitable attitudes for men, the authors of the IMAGES report argue the need for programs 
that address attitudes, policies, and changes in structures that facilitate more engagement 
of men in care practices. Indeed, the report provides support for a larger argument, 
implicit in feminist theoretical work on care (e.g., Tronto 2013), that male engagement 
in care may be a key strategy not only for addressing inequities in the distribution of the 
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labor of care but also for challenging larger gender inequalities and more problematic 
aspects of hegemonic masculinities. 
 
In this respect, it is notable that South African research foregrounds how care remains 
feminized (as it does internationally; see Reddy et al. 2014, for a recent compilation). 
Yet, many boys in South Africa, especially in working-class communities, have been 
actively engaged in domestic care and labor (e.g., Budlender and Bosch 2002; Bozalek 
2004). Notwithstanding, research also indicates that boys’ and men’s engagement in care 
and domesticity may be under duress, with a view to ‘‘correcting’’ this in the future (by 
engaging paid domestic and care assistance or a female partner), and that there is 
particular resistance to bodily practices of care, such as changing diapers on a baby (see, 
e.g., Ratele, Shefer et al. 2010; Shefer and Fouten 2012; Shefer 2014). Local research on 
men who engage in professional caregiving similarly foregounds the challenges they face, 
such as stigma and questions about their masculinity (e.g., Davies and Eagle 2010; 
Morrell and Jewkes 2014). Challenging the powerfully gendered nature of care, as well 
as the larger social devaluation of care practices, is therefore an important component of 
the larger project of gender change. 
 
In conclusion, this valuable report reinforces the growing understanding in South Africa 
that far more work is required to shift both men and women’s perceptions of the value of 
gender justice for boys and men, and in facilitating a more authentic investment for 
boys and men in their own and social change. Related to this is the notion that we need to 
generate more focus on the ways in which boys and men currently do resist normative 
practices of gender, do practice alternative masculinities that are more gender equitable, 
and are invested in more equitable practices in their personal and public lives. In taking 
stock of the sense of a lack of progress in twenty years of democracy and gender equality 
goals in South Africa, the findings of this study raise the importance of shifting emphasis 
to what may be seen as the ‘‘positive’’ moments of men’s relationship to gender equality 
and justice. As the report illustrates so clearly, there is a strong association between 
both being exposed to men caring in one’s home while growing up and actively 
engaging in caring, whether through circumstance or not, and more gender-equitable 
attitudes. Such findings may point to the value of moving away from dwelling on boys’ 
and men’s continued engagement in  normative and problematic  practices, to  
strategically engage with and acknowledge existing participation of boys and men in 
alternative, equitable, and constructive practices, such as more active participation in 
caring practices. 
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